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Multimodal discourse refers to a set of practices that makes use of two or 
multiple recourses for meaning making. With the development of science and 
technology, and also the popularization of multimedia and the Internet, the means of 
transmitting information has transformed from the monomodal texts to some other 
more complicated forms (including images, sounds, video and three-dimensional 
animation). However, traditional discourse analysis fails to study those semiotic 
systems. Based on Systemic Functional Grammar, Systemic Functional linguists 
began to extend the social semiotic researches on language to other forms of 
communication, like images, sounds and actions since the mid 1990s. Among those 
studies, Visual Grammar initiated by Kress and van Leeuwen is one of the most 
distinct theories.  
Advertising plays a major role in the whole process of commercial operation, 
shaping our social life to some extent, and cosmetic advertisement is one of the vital 
adverting genres. The previous studies on advertising discourse mainly focus on the 
language while overlooking the images in advertisements and the interactions 
between the two elements. Therefore, based on Systemic Functional Grammar and 
Visual Grammar, this study collects 80 multimodal cosmetic advertisements from 
international famous fashion magazines and employs a quantitative and qualitative 
approach to study the transitivity system in multimodal cosmetic advertisements. 
The study on the transitivity analysis of the linguistic elements and visual 
elements is based on a quantitative analysis. Through the quantitative analysis of the 
linguistic components, it is found that the most frequently used processes are material 
process, relational process and mental process. In circumstantial elements, the ones 
that appear most of the times are circumstances of location, manner and cause. By 
analyzing the transitivity system in visual components, this study finds that narrative 















the amounts of action processes and reactional processes are almost the same while 
verbal process and mental process do not appear in the corpus. Classificational 
processes take the largest proportion in conceptual processes. Analytical processes 
and symbolic processes take the second and third place in the whole conceptual 
processes. In the study of the interaction between linguistic components and visual 
components, the qualitative method is adopted to study how new meanings are 
generated and made manifest through the interaction.  
Based on Systemic Functional Grammar, this study analyzes multimodal 
advertising discourse, which validates the applicability and practicality of this theory 
in interpreting advertising discourse. It also reveals the implications for multimodal 
discourse teaching and cultivation of critical visual literacy. 
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分析方法忽略了对这些语义表达方式的研究。20 世纪 90 年代中期以来，系统功
能语言学家以 Halliday 建立的系统功能语法为依托，把对社会符号学的研究拓展
到对图像、声音、动作等多模态的交际手段的研究。其中最具代表性的是 Kress & 
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Chapter 1  Introduction 
1.1  Research Background 
In this modern world, adverting is everywhere around us. We can encounter 
advertising when we are walking down the street, reading newspaper, watching TV or 
surfing on the Internet. Advertisements play a more and more prominent role in our 
society as consumers are deeply influenced by the advertisements of all kinds of 
products, services, organizations etc. Therefore, advertising can shape people’s values, 
change their living styles and promote economic development. Advertising, moreover, 
not only influences any human society in which it is widespread but also reflects 
certain aspects of that society’s values and that society’s structure (Vestergaard & 
Schroder, 1985: VII).  
Advertising can be classified as commercial, public service and other advertising. 
Although public service can arouse our concern about the society, commercial 
advertisements are more vital in our society as they can influence the development of 
the whole economy. Product adverting is the major type of commercial advertising. 
With the development of economy, people are not satisfied by just having something 
to eat or wear. They begin to pay more attention to their appearances than ever before. 
Therefore, the cosmetic products take a larger part of the market and cosmetic 
advertising draws many women customers’ attention with its attractive language and 
beautifying effects. Cosmetic companies constantly search for and invent new 
methods of selling a product to consumers, and those methods must suit the member 
of the target group-- young women who have aspirations of being beautiful, 
exceptional, successful and up-to-date with the latest fashion designs. Therefore, this 
study chooses cosmetic advertisements to explore the meaning in those attractive 
cosmetic advertisements. 
As modern advertising discourse has transformed from monomodal texts to 
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discourse analysis (hereafter MDA) has become a new area in discourse analysis. 
Thus, this study attempts to analyze multimodal cosmetic advertisements (hereafter 
MCA) based on Systemic Functional Linguistics (hereafter SFL) and Kress & van 
Leeuwen’s social semiotic analysis.   
1.2  Purpose and Significance of the Present Study 
The purpose of advertising is to promote or sell a product and also to create an 
atmosphere that may encourage buying. For this reason, adverting is responsible for 
the construction of meaning through language. Previous studies of advertisements 
mainly focus on the language of advertisements, ignoring the fact that advertisements 
are also composed of images, sounds and other forms of communication.  
This is an age of multi-semiotics, “The increased ubiquity of sound, image, film, 
through TV, the computer and the Internet is undoubtedly behind this new emphasis 
on and interest in the multi-semiotic complexity of the representations we produce 
and see around us” (Iedema, 2003:33). Kress & van Leeuwen (1996/2006) hold the 
opinion that any semiotic mode has to be able to represent objects and their relations 
in a world outside the representational system. Therefore, multimodal advertising 
discourses, which use pictures, music and langue, either singly or in combination, are 
around us everywhere in our life. Multimodal texts enhance communication in its 
meaning-making and realization of social goals and purposes. 
However, the studies on multimodal advertising discourse are still at the 
rudimentary stage, especially in our country. So the present study aims to apply the 
theoretical framework of SFL to multimodal advertising discourse and contribute to 
the understanding of multimodal meaning-making in MCAs, providing a new 
perspective for domestic advertising studies. In order to achieve these goals, this 
thesis is going to study paper-based MCAs. The MCAs to be analyzed are multimodal 
because they include two different modes: visual and written.  
Advertising has usually been seen as a tool for product promotion or corporate 
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motivation of making some of the choices when rendering information to readers in 
MCAs by analyzing the transitivity system in their textual and visual components. 
This study also tries to investigate the interactions that take place between transitivity 
systems in visual and the verbal modes in a multimodal advertising discourse. To 
achieve the goals, this thesis intends to find the answers of the following questions: 
(1) How is the transitivity system realized in linguistic components of MCAs and 
what is advertisers’ motivation for making the choice? 
(2) How is the transitivity system realized in visual components of MCAs and 
what is advertisers’ motivation for making the choice? 
(3) How meanings are construed through text-image relations in MCAs? 
Whether there is new meaning generated by the interactions between transitivity 
systems in verbal components and visual components?  
1.3  Methodology of the Present Study  
SFL is concerned with the analysis of the sequence of parts (i.e. the words, word 
groups, clauses, clause complexes and paragraphs), which form stages in the 
development of the text (O’Halloran, 2008). Based on SFL, Kress & van Leeuwen 
(1996/2006) develop a method of social semiotic analysis of visual communication. 
Thus, having SFL as a framework helps us understand why a multimodal text is used 
in the way it is. 
The present study will employ Systemic Functional Grammar (hereafter SFG) and 
Visual Grammar (hereafter VG) in the study of MCAs. A combined analysis of 
linguistics and visual structures is based mainly on the work of Halliday 
(1985/1994/2004) and Kress & van Leeuwen (1996/2006) for their interests in the 
functional meaning of language and visual modes. Halliday’s three metafunction 
principle provides a platform for theorizing the social semiotic analysis of visual 
communication. The metafunction principle is the principle that semiotic resources 
simultaneously provide the tools for constructing ideational meaning (including 
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(interpersonal meaning), which are enabled through the organization of the discourse 
(textual meaning) (O’Halloran, 2008). Kress & van Leeuwen (1996/2006) have 
extended Halliday’s three metafunction principle to visual analysis, by using a slightly 
different terminology: representational instead of ideational; interactive instead of 
interpersonal and compositional instead of textual.  
The ideational metafunction is concerned with the clause as representation of 
patterns of experience, conceptualized as situation types. Ideational metafunction is 
mainly embodied in the choice of transitivity system, which is realized by participants, 
processes and circumstantial elements. Images are just like language, both of which 
can embody the ideational metafunction, presenting the experience of human beings 
through transitivity system，which is mainly realized through representational 
processes. As Hu (2005) points out, by referring to the transitivity, the features of a 
text can be shown. Therefore, this study decides to investigate the transitivity system 
in MCAs and studies the features of this particular genre of advertisement.  
The MCAs to be analyzed are print advertisements. Semiotic systems that are 
realized “on the print page” (Matthiessen, 2007) includes: (1) Language, written (with 
the potential for being read aloud in spoken language); (2) Visual paralanguage: font 
family, type face (“style”), layout (graphic design); (3) Visual (pictorial) semiotic 
systems defining images of different kinds: drawings, paintings, photographs, maps, 
graphs, charts and so on. In order to explore the transitivity system of MCAs, this 
study will analyze the transitivity system in written language and visual language 
separately and then study the interaction between the two components. Based on the 
80 MCAs collected from world famous magazines, this study uses a corpus-based 
approach and combines quantitative and qualitative analysis. In linguistic items, 
process and circumstances will be analyzed and in visual components, 
representational process will be studied, both of which are from a quantitative 
approach. Then, how the linguistic and visual components interact with each other 
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1.4  Data Collection of the Present Study 
Advertisements include television, radio and print advertisements. In terms of 
different purposes, advertisements can be classified as commercial, public service and 
other advertisements. In this research, printed commercial advertisements will be 
studied exclusively. In commercial advertising, product advertisements play the major 
role. With the improvement of people’s life, people are pursuing more than just food 
and clothes and they pay more attention to their appearance than ever before. 
Cosmetic products are taking a larger market share and cosmetic advertisements are 
becoming more attracting than ever. Therefore, this study is going to analyze cosmetic 
advertisements on magazines, including words and images. Print cosmetic 
advertisements will be analyzed not only because they advertise similar products, but 
also because they share certain ideological, conceptual and aesthetic features that 
make them distinct from advertisements of other products.   
The advertisements to be analyzed are read by the mass audience in the whole 
world. This study collects 80 MCAs from international famous cosmetic magazines 
like Cosmopolitan, Elle, Marie Claire, and Seventeen, which can be bought in North 
America, Latin America, Europe, Australia, New Zealand and Singapore, targeting 
potential customers of all ages. Their readers cover most of the English speakers who 
are interested in fashion. All the magazines are newly published (all of these 
magazines are published in 2009) to make sure that advertisements to be studied are 
the most popular and updated ones in English speaking countries.  
1.5  Organization of the Thesis 
This thesis is divided into five chapters. Chapter 1 briefly introduces the research 
background of the study, the purpose of the study, the methodology to be employed in 
the study and the organization of this thesis.  
Chapter 2 first presents a brief survey of the previous studies on adverting 
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perspective. Then, the definition of multimodality and multimodal discourse are 
clarified. Three approaches to multimodal discourse study will be reviewed, with the 
focus on SF perspective. At last, the contribution to text-image relations will be 
investigated. 
Chapter 3 reviews the theoretical framework that will be used in the study, 
including transitivity in SFG, Kress & van Leeuwen’s VG and also Cheong’s model of 
studying text-image relations.   
Chapter 4 gives a detailed analysis of how transitivity system of 80 MCAs is 
realized in both linguistic items and visual items based on a quantitative analysis. The 
triumvirate interaction of the Lead, Announcement and Enhancer is also studied based 
on a qualitative analysis.   
Chapter 5 is the conclusion of the thesis, summing up the major findings in this 
study, discussing the implications of the findings, pointing out the limitations of the 
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